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Abstract
This paper argues that the use of conceptual diagrams to assess students’ 
understanding of a Japanese Studies course can be useful for: ?? producing affect 
?moe? for building their own narrative of the course, which in effect encourages them 
to participate in their learning and launches them into the first steps of collaborative 
work. ?? teaching Japanese Studies “inside-out” by breaking homogenous images of 
Japan down into low level concepts, which are then re-combined in a more un-biased 
story of what “Japan” really means to people living in a globalized world.
要旨
　本論文では千葉大学国際教育センターで開講されているジャパニーズ・ス
タディーズの事例を通して、評価基準としての概念図の作成について考える。
「ジャパニーズ・スタディーズ２」という科目を履修した学生の概念図を分析
した結果、本評価基準の有益な点は二つあると考えられる。第一に、オタク文
化の解説でよく使われる「萌え」や「データベース消費」という概念を元に考
えると、概念図の作成はポストモダンな時代の若者の消費行動に合った方法で
あり、自分なりの「物語」を作成させるツールであるといえる。同時に、協働
学習への道を開く方法だと思われる。第二に、「あべこべ（＝裏返し）の日本
学」を教えるためのツールになることである。つまり、同質的な日本のイメー
ジを解体し、その構成要素を使って新しい、多元的・多様的な日本の物語を再
編集できることになる。
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There is little that this research paper can add to the extensive academic literature on the subject 
of collaborative learning itself. The author does not hold any significant expertise in the discipline 
of education and can certainly claim no authority on conceptual diagrams besides the thorough 
training sessions that he received under the supervision of his postgraduate research methodology 
teacher, Professor Michael J. G. Parnwell （then, at the University of Leeds）. The majority of what 
follows is, in fact, the result of a process of trial and error, which reached relatively good results 
simply for the three following reasons. 1） The blind belief that, as a Japanese Studies specialist, my 
academic background has not just equipped me with extensive and critical knowledge of Japanese 
culture and society, but also with theoretical concepts that can be used to teach this knowledge to the 
new generations of university students. 2） The efforts of my students at the Center for International 
Research and Education （CIRE）, Chiba University, where I convened the course described below 
during the academic year 2013. 3） The trust and support of the senior staff at CIRE who granted me 
the freedom to build a new curriculum and try out new methods of assessment despite my relative 
lack of experience.
My argument nevertheless should be of interest to anyone looking for new ways to teach 
Japanese Studies courses, as well as to those who may find inspiration in my employment of my 
knowledge of Japanese social phenomena in order to provide an argumentation for my application of 
certain teaching methodologies in the classroom. In other words, I suggest in this paper that it may 
be possible to build certain methods for teaching Japanese Studies, based on theoretical concepts that 
have so far been primarily used to “explain” Japan in these Japanese Studies courses. 
This suggestion leads also to a larger idea, that of “Area Studies Inside-Out.” This idea was put 
forward by Jon Gross and Terence Wesley-Smith who argue that “the most pressing need is for area 
studies practitioners to use their particular skills and resources to confront the pervasive realities of 
globalization” （2010, xvi）. To do this, the authors suggest that Area Studies need to be de-centered 
and re-apprehended at the grassroots level, abandoning thus the static institutional frameworks, top-
down dualistic perspectives and Western-focused epistemology, all of which are unfit for tackling 
subjects pertaining to our era of globalization.
In this paper, I develop my argument in three consecutive steps. First, I provide my own 
explanations of the terms figuring in the title of this research note, namely Japanese Studies, 
collaborative learning and conceptual diagram. Secondly, I present the case-study of using conceptual 
diagrams as an assessment method in a course that I taught in the first semester of the academic 
year 2013 at the aforementioned institution. Thirdly, I analyze the rationale behind my use of 
conceptual diagrams by employing the concept of “database consumption” coined by cultural critic 
Azuma Hiroki （2001, trans. 2009）. Here I argue that the making of conceptual diagrams, if not a 
collaborative learning technique in itself, can be viewed as an innovative way of producing affect 
for future collaborative work, because it encourages students to engage in dialogue with the course 
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content and produce their own narrative of it, thus allowing them to acquire basic skills for finding 
alternative perspectives on the subjects of debate set in class.
I. The constant redefinition of terms
The reconsideration and redefinition of terms we use on a daily basis is certainly the concern 
of many university teachers, particularly those who teach at undergraduate level and who contribute 
to the building up of the academic foundations of new generations of students. When teaching in a 
multicultural environment such as the one of Chiba University’s Center for International Research 
and Education, where our small-sized classes are made up of both international and Japanese students, 
I have found that starting every week’s class with a discussion of what we mean by general concepts 
such as “religion,” “health,” “illness,” or “science,” often leads to the discovery of assumptions held 
by everyone, assumptions which, when properly guided, may be used to introduce the more specific 
issues that form the subject of that week’s lecture.
The constant redefinition of terms plays also another role. It helps both me and the students 
to remain aware of the great fluidity of language, of the continuous reinterpretation of the words we 
use against the ever-changing socio-cultural landscapes that we live in. Constant redefinition leads 
to a reflexive stance, which is much needed in today’s world. If my students take nothing else from 
my courses except for a strong sense of reflexivity, I would consider my work a success nevertheless.
Reflexivity has been since the 1980s a central concern for most disciplines in the social 
sciences, and the field of Japanese Studies, which is the term that I tackle first in my discussion 
below, has gained a lot from this “post-modern” turn in academia.
a. Japanese Studies 
About three and a half years ago, as I was preparing to defend my doctoral thesis, I remember 
thinking at great length about questions that my examiners would possibly ask, particularly in regards 
to the conceptual and/or disciplinary framework of my research. Reading again today an e-mail sent 
to my supervisor three weeks before my examination, in which I argue that as a Japanese Studies 
specialist, “Japan” is the conceptual framework which I use to understand the contemporary social 
phenomenon under investigation, I sense the level of stress that I was founding myself as the “trial” of 
my entire university life was imminently approaching. Indeed, I clearly remember my （unfounded） 
fear that the significance of an entire student life （mostly） spent studying a single country, namely 
Japan, was going to be ruthlessly judged over its academic value, and found to have been worthless. 
Leaving aside the obviously exaggerated reaction provoked by the long frustrating wait that separated 
the day of submission of my thesis from the day I heard the “pass with no corrections” concluding 
assessment, I can trace my current opinion of the value of Japanese Studies courses to that frustrating 
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period of intense self-examination. Today I teach students that Japan is not just worth studying for 
its own sake, but that it also makes a fascinating case-study for the discussion of popular disciplinary 
concepts and of current global trends. In other words, Japan is the lens through which students are 
asked to collaborate on learning about contemporary phenomena and reflecting on assumptions about 
fundamental ideas, such as “health,” “illness,” “religion,” “science,” and so on.
Japanese Studies, however, have not always been conceived in such a way, mainly because 
of the essentialist stance upheld by earlier generations of researchers who belonged in this field. 
Readers of this paper may have noticed that my earlier comment in an e-mail sent to my supervisor 
four years ago, may be interpreted in two different ways. The first, and I have to insist, mistaken 
interpretation would be that Japan was the conceptual framework of my research, because I was 
thinking that phenomena happening in Japan can only be understood in Japanese terms, so to speak. 
This is not what I meant by my earlier comment, but it is true that this kind of perspective has clouded 
much research undertaken in Japan and remains sometimes the “weakest link” of many arguments 
favoring the further development of Japanese Studies.
Professor Ian Reader, for example, nearly twenty years ago repeated this, dare I say, “classic” 
criticism, in the following terms. “By treating Japan as something sui generis rather than seeing what 
messages and meanings it can provide for the study of cultures in general, and for aspects of those 
cultures, such as religion and economics, we are increasing the likelihood that Japanese Studies 
will fail to become anything more than a glorified form of Japanology” （Reader, 1995, 110-111）. 
Professor Reader later went on to establish the Japanese Studies department of the University of 
Manchester, hence certainly seems to still find some value in the pursue of Japanese Studies, but his 
early evaluation remains relevant today. In a recent paper examining the interdisciplinary engagement 
of Japanese Studies scholars in Business Studies research projects, the author notes that “the overall 
image of business-related Area Studies scholars is that of being ‘too fixated on a single country’, ‘too 
detail obsessed’ or even ‘too naive’ to meet the remit of higher ranking business journals” （Horn, 
2013, 263）.
Indeed, the legacy of the exotic, essentialized views of Japan and of the Japanese, which 
formed the bulk of the academic literature from the immediate postwar period until the 1980s, has 
been hard to cast off and continues to fuel popular interpretations in the mass media. It is indeed 
difficult to forget that the field originated and is often officially still concerned with vested economic 
and political interests, even in the case of Japanese Studies in Japan （see Carlile, 2010, 89）. In fact, 
not one day passed since the start of the last academic year, when I did not have to argue against 
the pervasive illusion held by many people living today in Japan that the country, if not impossible 
to understand as some still believe, is certainly “an exception that proves the rule” in all matters 
concerned. Helen Hardacre, in her review of the development of Japanese Studies in the United 
States, notes that this preoccupation with proving that Japan is the exceptional outlier dates back 
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to the 1960s and 1970s （Hardacre, 1998, ix）. In that respect, it is today more necessary than ever 
to break away from the “unique Japan” mold and encourage Japanese students to be reflexive and 
open-minded.
And this is what I really alluded to in my earlier comment. Indeed, a second interpretation of 
“Japan is the conceptual framework of my research” can be that of “Japan” conceived not merely as 
a geographical region, but as a “lens” （as previously noted）, a contingent device, which depending 
on the research purposes, may vary in scope. This is not a new idea. I came across it through my 
reading of Victor T. King’s discussion of methodology in Southeast Asian Studies （King, in press）. 
King was agreeing with Heather Sutherland who describes “Southeast Asia” as a contingent device 
whose value and appropriateness depend on the task at hand, and should never be thought of as 
representing a “fact”, or “objective absolute” （Sutherland, 2005, 21）. In this sense, and to put it 
rather simply, Japanese Studies are a field which uses “Japan” as a contingent device to understand 
phenomena taking place on a global scale. In this definition the word “Japan” may signify 1） “Japan” 
as a geographically bounded nation/region, 2） “Japan” as an ever-altering notion used to refer to a 
part of the world population who, under certain circumstances, “tend to interpret their surroundings 
in similar ways and construct their worlds on the basis of assumptions about what is natural and 
normal behavior” （see Traphagan’s definition of “Japanese culture,” 2013, 23）, and 3） “Japan” as 
non-members of 2） imagine it. Any Japanese Studies course should at some point deal with all of the 
three elements above and it is with this definition of Japanese Studies in mind that I built the course 
described in part II of this paper.
b. Collaborative learning
One has only to search for “collaborative learning” in google scholar to realize how much this 
concept has preoccupied educators across the globe since the 1980s. One of the earliest reviews of the 
term traces the origins of collaborative learning to British efforts during the 1950s and 1960s, to, on 
the one hand, democratize education, and, on the other hand, achieve better results in disciplines such 
as medicine, where peer-review is of utmost importance even at the undergraduate level （Bruffee, 
1984, 636）. The author then draws on several philosophical arguments （mainly those of Thomas 
Kuhn and Richard Rorty） linking the acquisition of knowledge to the practice of discourse, in order 
to convincingly claim that collaborative learning provides a social environment of a community of 
peers engaged in the kinds of conversation which in the academic community have already been 
proven to be leading to new knowledge （ibid., 642）.
Of course, the concept is broad enough that a detailed definition is impossible considering 
“the wide variety of uses of this term inside each academic field, and a fortiori, across the fields” 
（Dillenbourg, 1999, 1）. Most people would agree that collaborative learning means the attempt 
of two or more people to learn together, but the size of the group and the meanings of the words 
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“collaboration” and “learning” remain often evasive and depend as much on the conditions set by the 
course convener as on the subject of learning and the willingness of the participants to collaborate 
and, hopefully, to learn. Before I provide an explanation of my own use of “collaborative learning,” 
there is a useful distinction to be made between “cooperative learning” and “collaborative learning.” 
This distinction is important in the Japanese language too, because both types of learning, despite 
being translated in homophonous terms, are written using different Chinese characters （kanji）: 共
同学習 （kyōdō gakushū） for “cooperative learning” and 協働 （kyōdō gakushū） for “collaborative 
learning.”
Indeed, a distinction may be made between cooperative learning, which insists on students 
working together to accomplish shared goals （see, for example, Gillies, 2007）, and collaborative 
learning which places more emphasis on the “working together,” rather than on the common goal to 
be achieved. Of course, such a distinction is not always made by teachers, and also escapes common 
usage. The Merriam-Webster online dictionary, for example, defines both verbs “cooperate” and 
“collaborate” as “to work with another person or group to do something.”1 But both the Latin roots 
of the English words and the meanings of the individual Chinese characters used in the Japanese 
terms, point easily to that difference （already noted several times in much of the relevant literature; 
for example, Oxford, 2011）. 
In this paper, however, I shall be using collaborative learning in its wider meaning: that of 
students participating in their own learning. I know that the term “collaborative” hints at a more 
specific type of participation （as discussed above）, but, in this first attempt at analyzing the usefulness 
of conceptual diagrams in teaching Japanese Studies courses, I would like to focus on the task of 
making a diagram, rather than on the collaborative work of students who make the diagram. In these 
terms, making a conceptual diagram is a collaborative activity, because it is also an elaborate form 
of the practice of discourse.
In my classes, I like the topics forming the object of group discussion to be postulated as 
questions. Yet, this is still a collaborative （and not a cooperative） task, because the questions do not 
usually have a set answer. In other words, answers to those questions are all conditional. If an answer 
is provided, it needs to be described within the context in which the interlocutor places him or herself. 
Most of the time, I do not have all the answers to the questions I pose in class and rather work with 
students to come up with a relatively satisfying response that is always composed of more than one 
element. In this sense, I consider myself to be a full member of the collaborative learning process 
taking place in my classes. 
Hence, in making the conceptual diagram, the student is asked to collaborate with the “course 
content”, namely develop a discussion with it, in order to reach his or her own understanding of it 
and “learn something.” Learning something, in the case of the classes I conduct as part of the liberal 
arts education at Chiba University, does not merely mean to acquire a certain type and amount of 
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knowledge. Learning, conceived as a process, is acquiring new information in addition to one or several 
new ways of interpreting that new information, ways which should have been mostly conceived by 
the learner him or herself. The objective therefore is to work at the grassroots of “critical thinking”, 
at the level where a student becomes aware of how “critical thinking” is constructed and used for 
the betterment of knowledge. The “learning” is located in the “labor” process of the collaborative 
learning activity and not in the outcome. As demonstrated below, there is in fact no correct conceptual 
diagram, but always either better or new ways of understanding, selecting, interpreting and linking 
the concepts, ideas and case-studies figuring on a given map. By participating in the formation of his 
or her own understanding of the course, the student “collaborates” with the “course content” in order 
to come up with a representation that is as close to the course content as the student can critically 
reflect on it.
 c. Building conceptual diagrams: between concept-mapping and mind mapping
In this paper, I deliberately use the word “conceptual diagram” instead of “concept -mapping” 
or “mind mapping”, because I consider my diagrams different from both of these more popular types 
of mapping tools. 
Most of the literature on concept-mapping attributes the invention of this learning tool 
to Joseph Donald Novak, a researcher at Cornell University, who, in the 1970s, in the process of 
surveying changes in children’s knowledge of science, found out that representing his informants’ 
responses in maps of scientific concepts worked better than trying to analyze interview transcripts 
（Novak and Cañas, 2008）. Since then Novak has applied the use of concept-mapping to develop new 
approaches to the conduct of academic research, collaborative learning and education, in general. 
His latest co-authored work （Moon et al., 2011）, introduces a series of case-studies where concept-
mapping was successfully applied to a variety of disciplines （business studies, engineering, software 
development）, in and out of the classroom. Browsing around the internet, we may form the opinion 
that concept-mapping has been traditionally employed only in science education （see for example 
Silverthorn, 1993 or Chabeli, 2010）. However, readers should not be surprised to hear that this 
is absolutely not the case. For example, the winner of the 2009 American Academy of Religion’s 
“Excellence in Teaching Award”, used also concept-mapping in her classes （Lan, 2010）.
Novak originally explained concept-mapping as follows.
Concept maps are intended to represent meaningful relationships between concepts in the form 
of propositions. Propositions are two or more concept labels linked by words in a semantic 
unit. In its simplest form, a concept map would be just two concepts connected by a linking 
word to form a proposition. For example, “sky is blue” would represent a simple concept map 
forming a valid proposition about the concepts “sky” and “blue.” （Novak, 1984, 15）
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Novak’s concept-mapping is based on the idea that “concepts are primarily what we think with 
（and） that concept and propositional learning is the principal function of educating” （Novak, 2010, 
70）. In other words, Novak’s tool presumes that new knowledge is acquired through the formation of 
new propositions linking that new knowledge to existing knowledge. This sort of conceptualization 
requires of course some kind of hierarchy between concepts that are explained and concepts that 
explain, or between concepts of larger scope and concepts of lesser scope, as shown in the following 
figure.
The great advantages of concept-mapping is that 1） it can show the complexity of relationships 
between concepts, because concepts always appear linked to more than one other concept. 2） It 
requires the person drawing the map to have understood the topic in order to write meaningful and 
correct propositions. This second advantage is what, I believe, makes of concept-mapping a better 
tool for education than mind-mapping, a more well-known （and more publicized） technique of 
visualizing information. 
Contemporary mind mapping2 was popularized by Tony Buzan, an author of popular 
psychology books, and later education consultant, who, in a 10-episode BBC television series started 
using spider-shaped diagrams to explain how people may improve the usage of their memory and 
Fig. 1  A concept map of water （copied from Novak, 1984, 16）
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understanding 3. The series was made into a homonymous book, Use Your Head, which was published 
for the first time in 1974, and which later lead to several editions （the latest that I am aware of is that 
of 2010, FT Press）. Mind Map ® is now a trademark registered by Buzan Organization Ltd.4 
As can be seen from the model shown on Buzan’s website （see figure 2）, mind mapping is 
much simpler in format than concept-mapping because: 1） ideas appear on single lines, spreading out 
of a central topic and continuously breaking down into smaller branches, and 2） with the absence of 
propositions, the only way to practically distinguish between different aspects/relations is by using 
colors and/or images/pictures.
Mind-mapping is often employed in brainstorming sessions or for taking notes during a talk 
（as Buzan himself suggests）. The assumptions behind this tool is that “if the brain works primarily 
with key concepts in an interlinked and integrated manner, our notes and our word relations should 
in many instances be structured in this way rather than in traditional ‘lines’” （Buzan, 1984, 91）. 
The focus on non-linearity 5 is, indeed, the big advantage of mind-mapping, where, instead of a 
hierarchical structure, the user is compelled to consider all aspects of a topic in equal terms. This 
type of visualization is certainly more akin to the development of critical thinking which is generally 
based on the equal consideration of all opinions regarding a problem. 
The reader may have already guessed that the conceptual diagram which I introduce in this 
research is a combination of Novak’s concept-mapping and Buzan’s mind-mapping. Figure 3 is an 
example of one of the conceptual diagrams that my students produced for the course described in 
Part II.
Fig. 2  Tony Buzan’s mind-mapping 6
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Even if we ignore the content for the moment, the diagram looks much more complex than 
any of the mappings shown so far. There is neither a specific hierarchy, nor does it look like a spider 
diagram with ideas spreading out of a single concept. Some fundamental elements of mapping have 
been, however, preserved. For example, although not written directly on the links, concept blocks 
are linked by, often more than one, propositions which are represented by different types of arrows 
as explained in the captions （upper left corner）. In addition, although not necessarily in color （like 
in this example）, a lot of effort has been invested into distinguishing between different types of 
concepts. The diagram is non-linear, yet it is evident that it should not be read starting from the center 
like Buzan’s mind maps, but from one of the sides, （preferably, maybe, the bottom left one）, in the 
same way that one would read a concept-map. 
This conceptual diagram, however, does not look more complex because it is a mind / concept 
map with more concepts involved than the examples previously shown. It significantly differs from 
other types of mapping for two fundamental reasons:
1） the principle of non-linearity has been followed to such an extent that it is plausible that 
someone coming across this diagram cannot find the start point. In this sense, the diagram is not 
really “for everyone.” It is not one hundred percent accessible to the uninformed reader like most 
mapping employed for education purposes. The diagram is, in this case, not meant to simply be 
handed in to the teacher. It is the basis for a presentation that the authors are asked to hold in front of 
the class, when they explain their assignment and receive feedback.
Fig. 3  Conceptual Diagram produced by 3 students of Japanese Studies 2: 
 Body, Health, Disease and Illness in Contemporary Japan
20
Producing Moe for Collaborative Learning: The Use of Conceptual Diagrams in Japanese Studies Courses
2） despite the absence of a central idea or a term occupying the top of a hierarchy, the 
conceptual diagram is still structured around a common theme, which in this case is “medicalization” 
（symbolized by the big, blue square）. This theme is not chosen by the lecturer, but it is the result of 
the students’ effort to find a certain line in the story they want to tell, a perspective that they judge 
most appropriate to characterize their interpretation of the content of this diagram, and by extension 
of this course.
 
II. The case-study: Japanese Studies 2: Body, Health, Disease and Illness in Contemporary Japan
In the academic year 2013, several new courses were added to the curriculum offered by the 
Center for International Research and Education at Chiba University, as part of the government-
funded Project for Promotion of Global Human Resource Development7. Most of the new courses 
are offered in English and bear the heading “Japanese Studies” followed by a number. The present 
case-study is concerned with Japanese Studies 2, held in the spring semester, and for which I chose 
the subheading: “Body, Health, Disease and Illness in Japan.8” This course was in essence an 
introduction to the discipline of medical anthropology through examples taken from the academic 
literature related to Japan. In Appendix 1, I provide the list of readings for every week and a copy of 
the syllabus 9 that was distributed to students on the first day.
The building and in-class presentation during weeks 14 and 15 of a conceptual diagram that 
had to represent the content of the entire course, corresponded to 40 percent of the total mark. Only 
5 students registered eventually for this course and three conceptual diagrams were produced by the 
end of the semester （two students [students D and E] worked individually and the third diagram was 
built by a group composed of the rest of the class [students A, B and C]）. In the next three sections, 
I briefly explain the content of the course, the aim of asking students to map out that content and the 
guidance that I offered to them during the drafting process; finally, I provide an analysis of the three 
diagrams with regards to the extent to which they consist of a collaborative learning tool （as defined 
in Part I, section b.）.
a. A brief description of Japanese Studies 2.
Conforming to my understanding of what the field of Japanese Studies is about, namely a 
scholarly endeavor using “Japan” as a contingent device to understand global phenomena, I 
formulated the course objectives as follows:
Students taking this course will have the chance to learn about the ways Japanese culture, 
society and politics influence: 1） Japanese body images, 2） the experience of life-cycle 
events, diseases and death, 3） the diagnosis of contemporary mental health issues. They will 
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also engage in comparisons with non-Japanese cases in order to understand the way their 
socio-cultural environment influences to a significant degree their beliefs in regards to the 
three aforementioned themes.10
In practice, the course was built in four successive stages. First, topics that students could 
relate to or would have heard of in their daily life were listed in order of “degree of familiarity.” 
Looking at the syllabus, the reader will immediately note that the more we progressed in the semester, 
the more “serious” the health-related subjects became. The choice of relevant topics was of course 
concomitant with the finding of appropriate academic resources. Secondly, lectures were planned 
so as to encourage not only collaborative, but also creative and critical thinking. In order to achieve 
these goals, homework did not precede, but followed lessons, so as to ensure that students would be 
unprepared for the in-class discussions. Consequently every 90-minute lecture was divided in five 
parts:
Part 1 introduced the author and study from which the lecture was inspired, and all concepts 
that are necessary for students to make the most of Part 2 （10 minutes）. Objective: to establish the 
academic legitimacy of the arguments that will follow and familiarize the students with the idea that 
an argument is always part of a bigger project that someone has spent years working on.
Part 2 asked students to discuss in groups the definition and/or conceptualization of basic 
terms, which are central to understanding the lecture （15 minutes）. Objective: to push students to use 
their existing knowledge in order to grapple with basic terms that they think they know, because they 
use them in daily life, but have in fact never attempted to formulate their own definition of. At the 
fundamental level, this exercise is also a preparation for students to help each other confront a “blank 
page”, which is what they will have to face when they start working on their conceptual diagram. To 
fill the page they will need to assemble material and information that they have in their possession, 
but that cannot easily be structured because the problematic is not specific enough to hint at the most 
appropriate answer-mold.
Part 3 helped students summarize their answers and note the multidimensional aspect of the 
concept that is being investigated. This was then linked to what happens on the ground, in Japan, 
providing some case-studies of how people experience the local health（care） culture （15 minutes）. 
Objective: to point at the variety of meanings that we usually attach to general concepts and at how 
these meanings are depending on social, cultural, historical and psychological factors that we are not 
necessarily aware of.
Part 4 engaged students in a longer group discussion that required of them to solve a more 
specific question, which was often related to the Japanese health（care） culture, using information 
that they have acquired during Part 1 to 3 （30 minutes）. Objective: encourage students to collaborate 
on applying their newly acquired knowledge to thinking about the topic at hand, raising thus their 
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level of comprehension of the issues involved.
Part 5 offered at least one academic terminology/theory to interpret the students’ answers 
from Part 4, mentioning other examples from the course （and outside the course）, that this theory 
could apply to （20 minutes）. Objective: Offer a concept that can function as a keyword to summarize 
at least one perspective of the issues introduced during this lecture. Link today’s topic to the rest of 
the course.
Although this structure did not always perfectly achieve its stated objectives, it constantly 
emphasized the development of two skills that, I believe, are indispensable for the building of a good 
conceptual diagram: 1） being able to summarize information/ideas using relevant keywords and 2） 
being able to structure/link these keywords in a multidimensional, meaningful manner. In Table 1, I 
have summarized the content of each of the five parts for every lecture （weeks 2 to 13） by copying 
the most relevant entries from my classes records.
The third stage in building Japanese Studies 2 was that of making sure that students engage 
with the reading at home. This was accomplished by entrusting them with different tasks every 
week: for example, if one week they had to ask friends about an opinion raised in their reading, 
another week they had to look for a newspaper article that demonstrated the argument developed in 
that week’s reading. When we watched a documentary on the pharmaceutical industry in the United 
States （week 7）, they had to write a reaction report, taking into account the comparison we made 
with the Japanese pharmaceutical industry in class. Later in the semester, home-works were designed 
to prepare students for their final assignment, either by, for example, asking them to summarize their 
reading in 100 words （as they later had to do for their annotated bibliography）, or by encouraging 
them to compile their own conceptual diagram of the reading and/or the lecture. Lecture power points 
were uploaded on moodle every week, yet slides probably did not make much sense without having 
taken notes in class, because of the disproportionate use of visual material （pictures, graphs etc.）.
Finally, the fourth stage consisted of 1） building the conceptual diagram （the objective of which 
is described below） and 2） demonstrate critical thinking （based on the argumentation introduced 
in class） in regards to one specific topic. The second part of stage four was achieved through the 
completion of the second final assignment: the annotated bibliography （see syllabus）. Let me now 
describe the first assignment, which forms the core of my discussion: the conceptual diagram.
b. The task of making a conceptual diagram.
On the first week of the semester, a brief demonstration of what I mean by “conceptual diagram” 
was offered through examples found on the Internet （see below）. The idea was not to necessarily 
give some rules about constructing a conceptual diagram, but to simply show the great diversity in 
the way people perceive a subject and, subsequently, try to represent it through a structured network 
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of concept-relations. More precise guidelines in regards to my expectations were given after the 
first draft that students handed in （approximately one month before their final presentation was 
scheduled）.
I have to note here that I purposefully avoided encouraging students to read relevant literature 
on concept-mapping or mind-mapping. The reason was that I wanted students to be as creative as 
possible in finding the format that most appropriately corresponded to their understanding of the 
course. In other words, I did not want students to start following the rules of hierarchy, which are 
typical of concept-mapping or spider-shaped diagram of single-linked words, which is typical of 
mind-mapping.
Fig. 4  samples of a conceptual diagram shown during the first lecture.11
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I formulated my advice for making a good conceptual diagram in three succinct points12:
“1） Make sure that the order in which you present the diagram, makes sense. The best way to 
achieve that would be to split yourselves up in narrating a kind of story in which the starting point and 
the finish line are made clear from the beginning. A narrative-like diagram may help students to make 
sense of the multitude of relations that you have tried to represent. There are various ways to build 
a narrative-based diagram. One of them would be to find a concept/theme which you, as a group, 
conceive as the overarching “message” of the course, the common point between all the case-studies 
discussed. From there you could then start with that theme and explain it through a basic diagram, 
which, in a second step, needs to be linked to the rest of content of the lectures, by, for example, 
enclosing it. In the third stage of your endeavor, which is the “conclusion” to your story, you could 
try to represent the way that this basic, common theme that you have chosen, could be liked to other 
possible common ideas arising from this course, as they themselves encircle the “body” of your story, 
namely the lectures content. 
Yet another way to make a narrative-type diagram, would be to link concepts and lecture-
contents in chronological order, either simply in the order we discussed them, or by arranging content 
from different lectures according to their historical background.
2） In terms of design, make sure that you represent similar concepts, in the same manner. For 
example, the concepts of “modernization” and “medicalization” should appear in a shape/color that 
distinguishes them from subjects, such as “beauty” or “menopause.” 
3） Build a diagram as detailed as possible. Break down lectures in multiple concepts and then 
work your way to link them together, lecture after lecture, until you get the general, total image of 
the course.” 
The above e-mail was a feedback to the first draft handed in by students A, B, C who were 
working together. I paste below a copy of that first draft （Figure 5）, and a copy of the second draft 
which was re-written with my guidelines in mind （Figure 6）. 
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To compare, I paste also below the first draft of student D （Figure 7）, and her second draft 
（Figure 8）, which was based on my guidelines.
There are at least two preliminary conclusions that we can draw from the above examples. 
1） Students seem to have had already reached a verdict on what was the message that they wished 
to take from this course. This message, in fact, stays on in the final draft of students A, B, C who 
decided to focus on “medicalization,” and of student D, who picked up the link between “nation” 
and “productivity.” 2） The most immediate impact that my e-mail had was that of complicating the 
diagrams of students. Yet, although student D seems to have limited her effort to follow specifically 
Fig. 6  Draft 2 of students A, B, C
Fig.5  Draft 1 of students A, B, C
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guideline 3, students A,B and C kept the message of their story, namely “medicalization”, and while 
enriching their diagram with examples and concepts introduced in class, they seem to have been 
particularly inspired by guidelines 1 and 2. We can, of course, already speculate about the reason 
why that happened.
Putting aside, for the moment, the time-factor which may have influenced the extent to which 
students were able to work on applying my guidelines amidst other tasks and home-works, students 
A, B and C, who worked together, hold an obvious advantage over student D. The reason is that 
in order for students A, B, and C to reach a consensus on the diagram that they eventually handed 
in to me, they had to go through several steps of trial and error, of simply applying guideline 3 to 
combining guideline 3 to guidelines 1 and 2. Hence, they managed to build a diagram of higher 
complexity than the one of student D. （Student E failed to hand earlier drafts of her final diagram）.
The second round of guidelines that I sent around to students was as follows13:
Fig. 7  Draft 1 of student D
Fig.8  Draft 2 of student D
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“4） Add captions to your diagram, so that we understand the meaning of the different shapes 
and colors （including the roles of the different types of arrows.）
5） Have a look again at your diagram and try to find relations between concepts, of which we 
may have or have not discussed in class.
6） Please add to the diagram a representative example for general themes; for example, 
“minamata disease” is an example for “industrial disease.”
I paste below the third draft （figure 9） of students A, B and C （the fourth and final draft 
discussed in the next section had only a few updates） and of student D （figure 10, for whom it was 
Fig. 9  Draft 3 of students A,B,C
Fig. 10  Draft 3 （final） of student D
31
国際教育　International Education Vol.7(2014.3)
also the final version.） Again, a few preliminary observations point to the return by student D to 
her original idea, which she seems to have placed at the center of her diagram. Students A, B, C 
added captions and a few examples （which figure in the green boxes） and, most importantly, they 
multiplied the connecting arrows between the different concepts. As it will appear from the following 
discussion, guideline 5 consisted of one of the two main objectives of this assignment, namely the 
demonstration that students had engaged enough with the material during the semester and in the 
course of building the diagram, that they became able to discover and explain new approaches to 
analyzing the phenomena discussed in class, starting from the understanding that these phenomena 
are interrelated, forming part of the bigger story of “the culture of health in Japan.” The first objective 
was of course to offer students the chance to repeat and summarize what they have learned during 
the semester in a manner that is meaningful to them, without missing the complexity of the general 
theme of this course.
c. Three examples of conceptual diagrams: what have students learned from them?
At this point, I should probably remind the reader that, aside from students A, B and C 
who obviously had to collaborate to complete this task, students C and D worked alone and, by 
common definitions of collaboration, could not have been learning something in a collaborative 
way. Furthermore, except for students A, B and C’s suggestions that it took them several meetings 
to achieve their desired result, I hold no record of those meetings. This is definitely a gap in my 
analysis. Yet, as I mentioned in my earlier explanation of my use of “collaborative learning” （section 
I.b.）, in this paper, I have chosen to focus on the collaborativity that is required from the student in 
order to participate in his or her learning experience through the writing up of a conceptual diagram. 
In this respect, the task of making the conceptual diagram requires first from the student to conduct 
a “discussion” with the course content in order to achieve the open objective of finding the most 
subjectively meaningful representation of the course. Although “the course content” is not a person 
who can respond back, the new connections between concepts that will arise out of this “discussion” 
will not only contribute to the intellectual development of the student, but also to the improvement of 
the course the following year. Most importantly, the conceptual diagrams allow students to reach new 
perspectives on certain topics, in the same way that group discussions （conducted in Parts 2 and 4 of 
my lectures） allow students to hear each other’s opinions and become aware of the multidimensional 
viewpoint that is required to survive a globalized society. Individually or in groups, the making of a 
conceptual diagram is in essence aiming at reaching the same effects of other types of collaborative 
learning.
To demonstrate my argument I reproduce in the next three figures the final version （with 
additions arising from the day of the in-class presentation） of the three conceptual diagrams. I have 
to remind the reader here that these diagrams are fairly difficult to read for the reason that they only 
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form the basis of presentations during which students re-draw their diagrams on the blackboard in 
front of the class while explaining them. 
In order to evaluate these diagrams, in the following three figures（11, 12, 13）, I have mapped 
the content from Table 1 onto each diagram and highlighted the new knowledge discovered in the 
process of making the diagram. What is particularly interesting with these conceptual diagrams is the 
breaking down of lectures in keywords, which are then combined together to re-produce a “story” 
that partly represents the “story” of this course and partly the student’s own “narrative” of the course. 
I argue here that at the core of this process of reconstruction lays guideline 5, which infused students 
with the potential of engaging with the material in an unboundedly creative way.
Table 2.  Missing content from students’ diagrams 
（marked in grey are the contents lacking from all three diagrams）
Group Content that is missing from the diagram
A, B,  C
2（5）, 3（2）, 4（4）, 5（3）, 5（4）, 6（3）, 7（1）, 7（2）, 8（3）, 9（1）, 10（2）, 10（4）, 11（5）, 12（3）, 12（4）, 
13（4）
D
2（2）, 2（3）, 2（5）, 3（1）, 3（3）, 3（4）, 4（1）, 4（2）, 4（4）, 5（3）, 5（4）, 6（1）, 6（2）, 6（4）, 7（1）, 7（2）, 
7（3）, 7（4）, 8（1）, 8（2）, 8（4）, 8（5）, 9（1）, 9（3）, 10（3）, 10（4）, 11（1）, 11（3）, 11（4）, 11（4）, 
11（5）, 12（1）, 12（3）, 12（4）, 12（5）, 12（6）, 13（1）, 13（2）, 13（3）, 13（3）, 13（4）
E
2（1）, 2（2）, 2（3）, 2（4）, 2（5）, 3（1）, 3（2）, 4（1）, 4（2）, 4（4）, 5（1）, 5（3）, 5（4）, 6（2）, 6（4）, 7（3）, 
7（4）, 8（1）, 8（3）, 8（5）, 9（1）, 9（2）, 9（4）, 10（1）, 10（3）, 10（4）, 11（1）, 11（2）, 11（3）, 11（4）, 
11（5）, 12（1）, 12（2）, 12（3）, 12（4）, 12（5）, 12（6）, 13（1）, 13（2）, 13（3）, 13（4）, 13（5）.
In evaluating the degree to which each diagram reflects the first objective of this task, namely 
“summarize what they have learned during the semester in a manner that is meaningful to them, 
without missing the complexity of the general theme of this course” （see page 31）, I have to, of 
course, take into account the fact that individual diagrams will necessarily cover less content than the 
diagram made by three students. This is obvious from looking at Table 2, above, in which students 
A, B, C missed 16 content-elements, and Students D and E both missed about 40 content-elements. 
Yet, more points were attributed to student D than to student E, although student D received the same 
points as students A, B and C. The reason for this is that besides content, the objective was to tell a 
story through the diagram that somehow represents the complexity of the course. Looking at student 
E’s diagram, we realize that there is a lack of effort invested in not just linking the themes discussed 
in class, but also in finding what makes these themes relevant and relatable to the rest of the course. 
By contrast, Student C provided at least one content-element for each lecture, and her diagram is 
much more structured on the basis of common arguments made in relation to individual subjects.
Another advantage of mapping the course content onto the conceptual diagrams lies in the 
value of diagrams as sources of feedback for the lecturer. By identifying the content missed by all 
students, I can start thinking of what needs to be removed from the curriculum and what needs to 
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be explained better next year. A look at the content-elements marked in grey shows, for example, 
that: 1） the most well planned lectures were probably 3, 6, 8 and 10, whereas lectures 5, 7 and 12 
need some improvement; 2） it is usually the last portions of lectures that are missed by students, 
particularly when these last content-elements introduce a new piece of information, rather than 
repeating the main argument （as, for example, in the case of 2（5）, 5（4）, 10（4）, 11（5）, 13（4）.）
Considering now the narrative value of these diagrams, I can summarize each of their stories 
as follows:
Students A, B, C: At the center of this diagram is the concept of medicalization （blue square） and 
how this phenomenon, influenced by cultural interpretations （red double square）, impacts on various 
aspects of contemporary Japanese experiences of health and illness. Most of the marks for this 
diagram were actually given for the obvious effort to see and categorize case-studies in Japan through 
the mirror of these two phenomena, which, by my definition of Japanese Studies （see section I.a.）, is 
an achievement that demonstrates the successful understanding of the course. The rest of the marks 
were attributed to the degree that students “engaged enough with the material during the semester and 
in the course of building the diagram that they became able to discover and explain new approaches 
to analyzing the phenomena discussed in class” （see page 31）.
Indeed, considering the complexity of the diagram, only two examples of how students 
“discovered” connections that were not explicitly identified in class should suffice. The first example 
concerns the link that they made between remnants of positive eugenics and productivity （one of the 
three yellow squares which are representing “industrialization” according to the students’ in-class 
presentation） and how these are combined in the message of “ganbaru” that permeates Japanese 
experiences of motherhood and beauty. The second example consists of the students’ realization of 
the significant role that “others” play in our construction of scripts of “good” death and of “social 
tolerance.” In this respect, their decision to mark “social tolerance” in red was a particularly good sign 
that they understood the cultural basis of the definition of, for example, “alcoholism” or “disability” 
in Japan.
Nevertheless, the diagram is obviously not perfect. Despite the fact that more links could have 
been found between existing concepts （although this was partly achieved during the presentation）, 
the diagram could have been better structured as to not be so difficult to read. A partial use of Venn 
diagrams, instead of all-encompassing squares, to represent some of the more general concepts could 
have provided a solution to this problem of clarity. There are also some significant improvements to 
be done in terms of content: “menopause”, for example, should have been included in the “illness of 
today” section, whereas “advance in technology” should have been figuring in the right part of the 
diagram, together with “productivity” and “growth of industry.”
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Student D: From the beginning, student D’s concern was about the relation between nation and 
productivity and how this connection leads to medicalized and marginalized conditions. Most of the 
marks were given for the lower half of the diagram （below the “nation” box） which expressed that 
connection through the use of the “medicalization” square, which is linked to a “not productive” box 
and a “use of medication” box. Although there is at least one content-element from every lecture, 
the upper half of the diagram seems slightly disconnected from the rest. “Nation” remains central to 
understanding the relations between the different concepts, but more efforts could have been invested 
in linking “industrial disease” and “western influence” to the lower half of the diagram. There is also 
some confusion on the historical aspect of some of the ideas, such as the “eugenics marriage law.”
Yet, in terms of innovative ways of thinking about the course, student D gained several marks 
for two particular discoveries: one has to do with the way she decided to hint at what medicalized 
conditions （in the right lower half of the diagram） could just be in reality. Indeed for six out of the 
seven terms located inside the medicalization box, the student provides six alternatives （written 
inside clouds）. In connection to this, she noticed that with social support, some of these conditions, 
in this case “alcoholism”, are “allowed” back into society, by returning to being productive. There is 
obviously more room for interpretation of this phenomenon.
The second discovery made by student D is that of how “blood” may also mean “genetic 
disorder,” an element that we did not mention in class at all. The student further links this interpretation 
with “disability” through “Nation”: in other words, she found that beyond cultural definitions of 
disability, political interests partly related to eugenic ideals of a strong nation, may lead to the labeling 
of certain genetic disorders as “disability.”
Student E: As previously mentioned, student E lacked from the beginning the willingness 
to engage with the conceptual diagram. However, instead of merely blaming the student （who 
otherwise did relatively well for the “annotated bibliography” assignment）, I could also allocate this 
relative failure to one of the great disadvantages of the task of making a conceptual diagram, namely 
the prerequisite of reaching a sufficient level of understanding of the course, so that “reproduction” 
becomes possible. Student E lacked from the beginning sufficient English language skills, often 
using a friend to ask me questions after class. She seemed to possess good skills in neither English 
nor Japanese, and this probably made it even more difficult for her to understand the lectures. 
Yet, considering that she did her best to participate in class discussions, and completed the second 
assignment relatively successfully, her overall mark was not much lower than the rest of the students.
Looking at Student E’s work, we understand that, due to a lack of feedback on drafts that 
she never submitted, her diagram is relatively rudimentary. While missing the topic of lecture 2, 
Student E placed the different themes in a kind of circle, starting from the middle of the page and 
continuing to the right, down, left and upper direction. She seems to have entirely missed the content 
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of the last three lectures, while marking only one really meaningful connection: the centrality of 
“discrimination” in the cases of “industrial diseases,” “disability” and “blood.” In order to avoid this 
kind of result next year, I plan to increase my support to individual students and start requesting draft 
diagrams earlier than one month before their presentation.
  
Before I move on to the theorizing my use of conceptual diagrams to teach Japanese Studies, 
I need to note again here the limitations of the present analysis. Besides the lack of feedback from 
students in regards to the process of making their conceptual diagrams, the present analysis also skips 
on the sessions of presentation of these diagrams in class. My evaluation of these diagrams relied a 
lot on the direct explanation of them by students in class, hence my summary of their work is not my 
own, but it is based on the students’ presentations, which I do not transcribe in detail here. 
III . Why a conceptual diagram? : An application of the theory of “database 
consumption” in education.
As I noted at the very beginning of this paper, I have no expertise in the development of 
pedagogical tools and/or in educational theory. Yet, I firmly hold the belief that this should not stop 
me from using my specialization in order to provide a theoretical argumentation for my choice of 
grading criteria in every class. I do not claim of course that the ideas that I am about to express 
below are better than the theoretical foundations of educational psychology that led Novak to the 
development of concept-mapping. Yet, as my formation in the interdisciplinary field of Area Studies 
has taught me, it is always useful to step back once in a while and try to think about an issue from 
a different disciplinary perspective. Here therefore I offer a Japanese Studies perspective on the 
usefulness of conceptual diagram-building for collaborative learning.
Azuma Hiroki’s post-modernist theories stemming from an analysis of the otaku culture have 
been highly influential in interpreting various social phenomena in twenty-first century Japan, from 
a variety of disciplinary perspectives. Aaron Gerow （2010）, for example, uses Azuma’s theory to 
understand the role that elaborate telops play in Japanese television, while H. Bryon Earhart （2013）, 
in the fifth edition of his introductory textbook on Japanese religions, mentions Azuma in passing, 
in an attempt to describe the “commodification” of religious symbols in Japanese popular cultural 
products. 
Azuma Hiroki’s argument has been so popular, because it touches the core of post-modern 
social behavior: consumption （see fig.14）. Azuma argues that in the modern period （upper left of 
fig.14）, fans would consume media goods through the consumption of small narratives in order to 
access the grand narrative that lay behind them, and which would inspire fan-based productions. 
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By contrast, the post-modern otaku culture is filled with derivative works （amateur/fan-made 
magazines, games, figurines etc.） which are produced and consumed as if they were of equal value 
with the original products that inspired them and which they are attempting to imitate （lower left of 
fig.14）. The production of these derivative works, according to Azuma, makes use of two databases: 
a database of story settings and characters （small narratives）, which are used to sort good derivative 
works from bad ones, and a second database, which lays beneath the first database, and which 
contains moe-elements （such as a particular way of speaking, particular clothing, or the specific 
curves of an animation character）. Azuma argues that in contrast to previous generations, the cultural 
consumption of the otaku today revolves not around the giving of meaning by a grand narrative （for 
example one particular animation series as a whole） but around the combination of moe-elements 
into their favorite story/character settings （see right part of figure 14, where a combination of 
different characters, settings and story lines form the basis of many anime-based games）. “They 
simply demand works in which their favorite moe-elements are presented in their favorite narratives” 
（Azuma, 2009, 92）. 
Galbraith defines moe as “affect in response to fantasy forms that emerged from 
Fig. 14  Otaku’s database consumption （Azuma, 2001, 51（left）, 117（right））
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Fig.15  The building of conceptual diagrams as database consumption
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information-consumer culture in Japan in the late stages of capitalism” （Galbraith, 2009）. In other 
words, the new generations of Japanese, who grew up in a media environment that emphasized 
fantasy ideals and where identity construction became almost synonymous with consumption, 
learned to define themselves according to the personalized combinations of goods which aroused in 
them the feeling of unbounded possibilities of consumption.
In this era of “information overdrive,” Azuma’s theory becomes relevant if we want to 
understand the way students consume “knowledge.” The internet, in general, and websites such 
as wikipedia, in particular, have reduced knowledge to “keywords,” which, when combined in the 
“proper” way, may lead the user to the “correct” source of information. We could therefore assume 
that using this kind of knowledge consumption method to, in contrast to the otaku, encourage our 
students to find their own grand narrative, will reach better results than a request to simply memorize 
and regurgitate the teacher’s own grand narrative transmitted in the classroom.
In this paper, I argue that the conceptual diagram may consist of such a method and I attempt 
to illustrate my idea in Figure 15, which adopts Azuma’s style of representing his theory. If we 
imagine that the weekly lessons correspond to the first database of small narratives, then the second 
database should be composed of the different concepts that appeal to students’ personal experiences 
and subjective understandings of the themes discussed in class. It is these concepts that are then 
re-combined with elements from the first database to produce a new story. There is, of course, a 
significant difference with otaku-consumption: the new stories produced by students may affect and 
change the first database of elements that is to be “consumed” by the students of the next academic 
year (as the course content-elements marked in grey in Table 2 will, in this case, require change next 
year).
As previously noted, I believe that it is guideline 5 (“Have a look again at your diagram and 
try to find relations between concepts, which we may have or have not discussed in class”), that is 
expected to encourage students to feel this affect, a sort of moe for collaborative learning, in response 
to the unbounded possibilities that are offered to them to form personalized narratives of health and 
illness in contemporary Japan out of an unlimited number of combinations of the concepts mentioned 
in class. 
Figure 15 takes the example of Student D’s diagram and tries to portray the process of making 
that conceptual diagram, based on my application of Azuma’s theory. The red arrow at the top of the 
figure shows the feedback-function that this method of learning has on course content. Neither all 
relevant concepts, nor all relevant relations between concepts and lectures have been illustrated, but 
this figure should demonstrate that, in the process of selecting some of the concepts to form their own 
story, students should start feeling some sort of affect for acquiring more information, more concepts 
and more ways to understand and link these concepts together. These conceptual diagrams are in a 
sense derivative works of my course. They are “copies” that have been consumed as if they were the 
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original content, copies which have required from students to “collaborate” with the content of the 
course, and to develop some type of affect for the limitless possibilities of narrative-making that are 
available to them. This is hopefully only the spark for more collaborative learning in the future, this 
time, with “real” partners.
IV . Globalization, Japanese Studies and the use of conceptual diagrams for course 
assessment.
“Globalization” is a bothersome concept, particularly in the classroom. Although its 
significance remains very easy to note through the use of simple examples that demonstrate the local 
impact of worldwide phenomena, I believe that it has become increasingly difficult to figure out how 
to provide an education for the generations of students who are born in an era when there is virtually 
no alternative paradigm. In other words, willingly or not, everyone today is to some extent a “global 
citizen.” If we accept this reality, a curriculum targeting today’s university students should not really 
be about providing an opportunity for them to become global, but rather encouraging them to become 
aware of the degree to which they are already global.
In a volume examining Japan in the Age of Globalization, the editors suggests that 
“globalization defines the central truism of the twenty-first century - that countries share a common 
humanity and, in all likelihood, a common destiny, one linked inextricably by the powerful forces 
of environment change and defined by the triumvirate of politics, business and culture” （Holroyd 
and Coates, 2011, 206）. Yet, the authors also note that, despite such truism, serious and systematic 
attempts to understand and explain contemporary Japanese developments to Western audiences have 
been in decline （ibid., 2）. As I have already suggested in my brief discussion of the field of Japanese 
Studies （see section I. a.）, one reason for such decline may consist of the variety of meanings that 
we can attach today to “Japan.” To use a term proposed by Jeremy Eades to qualify the Asia Pacific 
Region in general, Japan may be also seen as an “amoeba region”, “continually taking on new shapes 
around a central core. The theoretical core comes from political economy and cultural theory, but 
with an admixture of other disciplines that are continually changing” （Eades, 2010, 106）. It is in 
this respect that I consider the inherently interdisciplinary field of Japanese Studies as the most 
appropriate gateway to understanding and explaining “Japan” to both Japanese and non-Japanese 
audiences.
What a Japanese Studies education really should aim at is to encourage students to go beyond 
the banal nationalism that the premise of a Japanese Studies curriculum suggests, namely the learning 
of Japanese culture and society in order to be able to explain it to non-Japanese. Indeed, as I hope to 
have demonstrated in this paper, courses like Japanese Studies 2, through the encounter of international 
perspectives and exchanges with international students, should not be reduced to the construction of 
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“a comfortable and enjoyable comradeship of ‘us’” （Iwabuchi, 2005, 105）, consisting thus of a tactic 
for nationalizing through “internationalizing” （McVeigh, 2006, 142）. The aim is not to reinforce “the 
pleasurable consumption of the sense of national belonging that ensures a （pseudo-） participation 
in the global society” （Iwabuchi, 2005, 106）. The objective of Japanese Studies courses should be 
about encouraging students to learn about Japan reflexively, to be able at any point in time to hold 
both positions of observer and observed, becoming thus capable of joggling with the great variety of 
real and imagined knowledge that the word “Japan” may refer to. 
In this respect, the use of conceptual diagrams is, I believe, one good example of how we can 
turn Area Studies Inside-Out （Wesley-Smith and Gross, 2010, xvi）. The production of conceptual 
diagrams is not just suitable for the post-modern environment of knowledge acquisition that our 
students are used to. It also encourages students to start at the grassroots level of understanding by 
using what Victor T. King calls “low level concepts,” （King, 2009, 19） such as for example in my 
case, “nation,” “blood,” or “media,” in order to combine data in convenient ways. By, in a sense, 
allowing students to grasp Japan, not as a definite, fixed and ossified nation-culture, but as a variable, 
fluid and relative area of interest that helps us understand global phenomena, conceptual diagrams 
may help breaking homogenous images down into their constituent parts, leading thus students to 
finding their own, un-biased story of what “Japan” really means to them.
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Endnotes
1 See http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/collaborative （visited 28 December 2013） and 
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/cooperate （visited 28 December 2013）.
2 According to the following website, tree-shaped visualizations have been used throughout history. 
We most often come across them in genealogical trees. http://www.mind-mapping.org/blog/mapping-
history/roots-of-visual-mapping/ （29 December 2013）.
3 The first time Tony Buzan introduced the concept was in episode four of the series, which is available to 
watch on YouTube at the following link http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cNiKJLoRhfQ （accessed 
29 December 2013）.
4 See http://www.ipo.gov.uk/tmcase/Results/1/UK00001424476 （accessed 29 December 2013）. 
Buzan’s official homepage, www.tonybuzan.com, gives an idea of the development of mind-mapping 
as a self-help tool. In Japan, the concept has been most recently （re）popularized by TV personality 
and self-proclaimed mentalist, DaiGo （see, for example, Sutā Dorafuto Kaigi『スタードラフト会
議』aired on NipponTV on January 8 2013. http://www.ntv.co.jp/star/star/bn201301.html [accessed 
29 December 2013]）. 
5 This focus on non-linearity in presenting a story/concept/idea has found new breath in the recent 
popularity of Prezi, a presentation software that, contrary to the commonly used slide-after-slide type 
of presentation （such as one made with PowerPoint）, allows users to pan out, as well as zoom in and 
out of their ideas on a 3D canvas （see http://prezi.com/about/ [accessed 29 December 2013].）
6 http://www.tonybuzan.com/about/mind-mapping/ （accessed 29 December 2013）.
7 http://www.jsps.go.jp/j-gjinzai/ （accessed 30 December 2013）.
8 http://www.chiba-u.ac.jp/student/syllabus/2013/G1/2013G15N60201.htm （accessed 30 December 
2013）.
9 Although classes were held in English, the syllabus was written in both Japanese and English in order 
to ensure that all Japanese students attending the first lecture understand the content and grading 
criteria of the course.
10 See http://www.chiba-u.ac.jp/student/syllabus/2013/G1/2013G15N60201.htm （accessed 6 January 
2014）.
11 The first diagram shows the plan for privatization of the Japan Post Holdings Co. Ltd; copied from 
http://yutakarlson.blogspot.jp/2010/05/npo.html （accessed 20 January 2014）. The second diagram 
shows the elements involved in setting up an online shopping website; copied from http://www.hello-
netshop.com/netshop/strategy/ （accessed 20 January 2014）.
12 This is a translation of relevant sections of an e-mail sent on 30 June 2013 to the group of students 
A,B,C. The same text was sent to students D and E.
13 This is a translation of relevant sections of an e-mail sent on 8 July 2013 to the group of students A, B, 
C. The same text was sent to students D and E.
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Appendix I: Readings and Syllabus of Japanese Studies 2
Week Reading
01 Cecil G. Helman’s Culture, Health and Illness ?5th edition, 2007?, pp.7-8.
02 Laura Spielvogel ?2003? Working Out in Japan: Shaping the Female Body in Tokyo Fitness 
Clubs, Duke University Press, pp.20-32.
03 Laura Miller ?2006? Beauty Up: Exploring Contemporary Japanese Body Aesthetics, 
University of California Press, pp.115-124.
04 Tsipy Ivry. 2007. “Embodied Responsibilities: Pregnancy in the Eyes of Japanese Ob-Gyns,” 
Sociology of Health & Illness 29 ?2?: 251-274, pp.253-266.
05 Jennifer Robertson ?2010?, “Eugenics in Japan: Sanguinous Repair,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of the History of Eugenics, pp.430-448. ?read 431-438?.
06 Jan Morgan Zeserson ?2001?, How Japanese Women Talk about Hot Flushes: Implications 
for Menopause Research, Medical Anthropology Quarterly 15?2?: 189-205. 
07 English and Japanese summary of the documentary Big Bucks, Big Pharma, Marketing 
Disease and Pushing Drugs ?2006?.
08 Carolyn S. Stevens ?2007?, “Living with Disability in Urban Japan”, in Japanese Studies 27
?3?: 263-278, pp. 267-277.
09 Brett L. Walker, Toxic Archipelago: A History of Industrial Disease in Japan, 2010, pp.3-17.
10 Amy Borovoy, The Too-Good Wife: Alcohol, Codependency, and the Politics of Nurturance 
in Postwar Japan, 2005, pp.118-131.
11 Sachiko Horiguchi, “Hikikomori: How private isolation caught the public eye,” in Roger 
Goodman, Yuki Imoto, and Tuukka Toivonen ?eds? A Sociology of Japanese Youth: From 
Returnees to NEETs ?2011?, pp.122-138.
12 Junko Kitanaka. 2008. Depression in Japan: Psychiatric Cures for a Society in Distress 
?Princeton University Press?, pp.110-122.
13 Susan Orpett Long ?2005? Final Days: Japanese Culture and Choice at the End of Life, 
pp.63-72.
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